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An Odyssey through the Ramayana

In Homer’s The Odyssey, we begin in medias res, opening in the middle of the disorder in Odysseus’ home at Ithaca, with his son, Telemakhos, at the forefront of this conflict.  In The Ramayana, we are presented with the young hero Rama, whose recruitment to leave the palace and defeat Thataka begins a story the audience follows until through his adulthood.  The Odyssey and The Ramayana present very different sets of cultural values, many of which are intrinsic to modern Western and Eastern civilization.  However, both possess an epic narrative structure, giving each story special significance as ancient literary works, delineating not only what life was like during at least the author’s generation, but the values of that and preceding generations.  While the Odyssey and the Ramayana differ in cultural contexts, they are connected by the fact they are produced by human societies.  By analyzing The Odyssey and The Ramayana one can gain insight into the facets of the human condition.

The main characters themselves disagree greatly not just in their cultural value spheres but their capability and goals.  While Odysseus seems intent on fighting his way toward honor and uses human ingenuity, Rama has the power of the gods and the training of the sage Viswamithra at his disposal.  Furthermore, while Rama does fight, he does so only at the behest of a party - At the beginning of his adulthood Rama is enlisted by Viswamithra to destroy Thataka.  Odysseus boldly adventures, Rama calculates with caution.  (Perhaps this is because the stakes are higher for Rama, as indeed, the known universe is Rama’s battlefield, whereas Odysseus has only the Grecian seas to worry about.) 

Were it not for Odysseus’ considerable pride the story of The Odyssey would never have occurred, for Odysseus would not have angered the sea god Poseidon through shouting his name out to Poseidon’s son, Polyphêmos: 

Kylops, if ever mortal man inquire

how you were put to shame and blinded, tell him

Odysseus, raider of cities, took your eye:

Laertes’ son, whose home’s on Ithaka! (Od. 9:548- 552)

Odysseus will find it difficult to journey back home through this rash act of hubris, having upset not just any god but the one who controls the reality that separates him from his home – the sea.  Indeed, Odysseus’s encounter with the Kyklops would never have occurred had it not been for rashness on his part.  The character of Rama does not exhibit any such adventurous tendencies.  He is not necessarily devoid of impulses, but rather is able to restrain them – a virtue Odysseus learns only at the end of The Odyssey when he disguises himself as Quarrelman the beggar.


Despite such differences both men violently encounter a series of opponents.  Odysseus, like Rama, battles terrible monsters and must pass obstacles to achieve goals for the good of Ithaca (and in Rama’s case for the good of the universe).  Unlike Rama, however, Odysseus’s encounters have been neither prophesied nor ordained.  Rather, they are undertakings of his own device.  Rama is the seventh incarnation of the Hindu god Vishnu:

Rama’s whole purpose of incarnation was ultimately to destroy Ravana, the chief of the asuras, abolish fear from the hearts of men and gods, and establish peace, gentleness, and justice in the world (Narayan 67).

In the Trimurti, Vishnu, the preserver god, is responsible for the continued existence of all things.  Ravana is a minion of destruction, under the realm of the destroyer god Shiva.  The relationship between Vishnu and Shiva is analogous to the relationship between Rama and Ravana.  It would seem to say that Rama’s existence is intrinsically tied to the preservation of the world, the story exists, and is under the allegiance of existence, of Rama.

Within The Odyssey no such cosmic relationship exists.  Odysseus, through his own fault, must correct the disorder that exists at home because of his absence.  The source of Odysseus’ power is not divine, like Rama’s.  The problems of Odysseus are the problems of the society of Ithaka.  The problems of Rama are the problems of universe.


Both stories conclude with the reunion between husband and wife.  However, the reunions themselves are less than romantic.  Odysseus, having freshly slain the suitors and essentially ended the primary conflict of the epic, is reunited with Penelope.  He is still disguised as a beggar, and is so much covered by the blood of the suitors that he is unrecognizable.  Penelope feels a need to test the identity of this new stranger, using her and Odysseus’ bed, which is carved into the trunk of an olive tree, as the means to bait the identity of Odysseus, should this stranger be him in the first place.  Since the bed is in a tree trunk it will impossible to move.  Penelope speaks to the stranger who is Odysseus: 

Make up his bed for him, Eurykleia.

Place it outside the bedchamber my lord

built with his own hands. . .

With this she tried him to the breaking point,

and he turned on her in a flash raging:

. . . No builder had the skill for that – unless a god came down to turn the trick. No mortal in his best days could budge it with a crowbar.

There is a our pact and pledge, our secret sign,

built into that bed – my handiwork

and no one else’s! (Od. 23: 202-215). 

The test is purely a concoction of Penelope’s.  The bed exists within their home, and is the realm of the female Penelope.  The bed itself, however, has a greater affinity with both Odysseus and Penelope and it is through the sexual relationship they have that Penelope’s test is so effective.  Only Penelope and Odysseus share their unique relationship to each other. That the book ends with a reunion between opposite sexes delivers the motif that the journey of life must meet with the closure of sexual love. The lives of one living thing, human or not must meet with the life of another, for the purpose of creating a new life, which will continue this cycle.

After defeating Ravana, Rama is reunited with his wife Sita in the ruined city of Lanka. However, her presence in the house of another man, according to Dharma, has made her impure.  Rama’s test is disparate from the lesser stakes and emotional severity of Penelope’s.  It not only questions Sita’s chastity but also causes her further emotional turbulence (in addition to her ordeal in resisting Ravana). 
There is a slight reversal of roles, as well as motives.  Penelope does not wish to check on Odysseus’ fidelity but rather his identity, and Rama feigns his rescue was made in the sake of duty and not love: 

All this effort has been not to attain personal satisfaction for you or me. It was to vindicate the honour of the Ikshvahu race and to honor our ancestors’ codes and values” (Narayan 162). 

Rama wants to confirm Sita’s fidelity rather than her identity (an unusual decision, given the many illusions and disguises he has encountered and fought, i.e. Soorpanaka).  Sita has a dire response; she proclaims her devotion and then immolates herself.  However, she emerges completely unscathed.  Rama claims he believed in Sita all along and that this was simply a test to prove her chastity.  Penelope, however, has no such certainty on her part – her examination of Odysseus’ identity has no certain outcome, no agenda to prove what is really there in the first place.  Penelope’s test is almost scientific, in that she has a hypothesis that this bloodstained, rag-wearing man is her husband, but decades of his disappearance cannot guarantee such hope.  Rama apparently has faith in Sita, and her ordeal by fire has distinct ritualistic overtones. 


The same virtue of the love relationship from The Odyssey is present in the Ramayana.  Dharma itself is an exposition of the sanctity of the sexual relationship.  It is so important because it is the fundamental structure to civilization.  All societies are reliant on the multiplicity of the biologically related family structure; a father, a mother, and their child or children are necessary to perpetuate history, tradition, and the life itself.  It is a value of immortality which children espouse that is seen in epic narratives throughout all cultures, from the Sumerian Gilgamesh to the Hebraic Old Testament.


The differences between the Indian and Greek epics of The Ramayana and The Odyssey are also intrinsic differences between two cultures that, at the time of their writing, had no comprehension of each other. What we thus have are two sets of unassimilated values risen out of very different conditions.  Yet, the truth of each epic is inherent today in a dichotomy of modern Eastern-Western relations. It is the task of the present to synthesize the lessons of the past.  What new values we can learn from each other will allow us to live better not only with each other but also with ourselves.
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